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The Culture War on Repeat

Half a century of battles over what schools teach have
generated more outrage than improvement

By DAvVID M. HOUSTON

CLARKE CONDE / ALAMY

EFORE MOMS FOR LIBERTY, before Christopher Rufo, before Nikole Hannah-Jones, there was
B “Man: A Course of Study”.

Usually shortened to its acronym, MACOS was an elementary and middle school social studies
curriculum developed by a team of Harvard-based researchers, funded by the National Science Founda-
tion, and implemented in a handful of school districts in the 1970s. It was an intellectually ambitious ped-
agogical initiative for its time, rooted in mid-century anthropological practices, that examined the behav-
iors, habits, and social structures of a wide range of species, beginning with Pacific coast salmon and pro-
gressing through herring gulls, baboons, and ultimately humans. MACOS introduced ideas about social
organization in relatively simple terms when discussing animals like salmon and then repeatedly returned
to them in greater complexity when applied in other contexts, culminating in an extended study of the
Netsilik, an Innuit nation in northern Canada. The curriculum was organized around a series of documen-
tary films, with few cuts and no narration, allowing students to engage with the material as budding social
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Critics pounced. Denounced as anti-Christian, anti-American, and a secret communist plot to pro-
mote cannibalism, infanticide, and senicide, MACOS became the subject of a series of hearings in the U.S.
House of Representatives and one of the justifications for the termination of NSF’s grant-making efforts
for curriculum development in the social sciences. A new phase of America’s long-running culture wars
over K-12 education had begun.

The MACOS tale is just one episode in Mark Hlavacik’s new book on the history and rhetoric of edu-
cation culture wars in the U.S. over the last half century. Hlavacik guides the reader through a cohesive
narrative that begins with MACOS and winds its way through Allan Bloom’s lament over the demise of
classical liberal arts education in his 1987 book The Closing of the American Mind, the collapse of a federally
funded set of national history standards in the 1990s, the backlash to the Common Core State Standards
in the 2010s, and the more recent maelstrom over the New York Times’s 1619 Project and related efforts to
reimagine how race and racism are treated in K-12 classrooms. He argues that all five of these instances
featured similar rhetorical strategies, that these strategies were reliably effective at generating public out-
rage, and—most importantly—that none of these conflicts contributed to the improvement of the state of
education in America.

The primary legacy of education culture war, according to Hlavacik, is one of missed opportunities and
backfires. While the political conflagration over MACOS revolved around its graphic depictions of life in
the Arctic, little ink was spilled over its imperialist orientation to the Netsilik, its deliberate omission of the
ways that community had adopted modern tools and conveniences, and its decision to present its people
as subjects to be studied rather than teachers sharing their cultural heritage. (The participants in the doc-
umentaries were well aware that they were being filmed and understood the educational purposes of those
videos.) The most durable outcome of that battle was NSF’s retreat from funding the creation of rigorous
K-12 curricula on anthropology, economics, political science, psychology, and sociology, arguably weak-
ening elementary and secondary social studies for a generation or more.

Similarly, the debate that followed Bloom’s analysis of late-20th century higher education focused
disproportionately on his hostility to youth culture while largely ignoring his critique of how the under-
graduate experience had remodeled itself to facilitate students’ career prospects rather than expand their
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sense of possibility. The controversy over the National History Standards
merely managed to extinguish a broad, nationwide conversation about how
to teach U.S. history in K-12 classrooms, warts and all. The conflict that con-
sumed its most prominent successor, the 1619 Project, was waged almost
entirely along partisan lines, all but ensuring that a common national narra-
tive, institutionalized through a thoughtful and comprehensive history cur-
riculum, remained out of reach. Hlavacik pointedly notes that the competing
curricular products catering to the left and right that emerged in the 1619
Project’s wake were filled with “lessons marked by an agenda that makes

them unlikely to be taught anywhere there are minds that need to be changed 9
about the nature of U.S. history.” Mark Hlavacik

While the earlier education culture wars recounted in his book predate

our hyper-polarized political moment, by assembling these episodes into a single story, Hlavacik reveals
how the contours of these disputes gradually took on the shape of the broader partisan conflict that now
defines American politics. Back in the 1970s, initial opposition to MACOS originated among religious
conservatives, but political support for the curriculum quickly dissipated among leaders in both parties.
By the 2010s, however, the recurring political battles over what to teach in American classrooms began to
mirror the country’s growing partisan divide. Support for the Common Core State Standards split almost
entirely along party lines—but even then, there were key cross-cutting exceptions. Jeb Bush, the Republican
governor of Florida, remained a staunch supporter of the standards; the major teachers unions, stalwart
Democratic allies, mostly abandoned them. The integration of the education culture wars into the wider
partisan whirlwind was made complete with the unremittingly polarized reaction to the 1619 Project and
the subsequent debate over how educators ought to teach about the role of race in America’s past and pre-
sent.

Taking a step back from the partisan fray, Hlavacik appears more interested in identifying the common
features of culture-war rhetoric and its poor track record of promoting constructive change than in declar-
ing which end of the ideological spectrum is more to blame. His examples tend to skew conservative, but
not exclusively so. There are few lasting educational benefits to a style of political communication meant
to maximize outrage, he argues, regardless of its partisan provenance.

The strength of Hlavacik’s book lies in its interior chapters, which recount each of these episodes of the
education culture wars in detail and dissect the rhetorical strategies wielded by its participants. The intro-
duction and conclusion seek to situate this contribution into a broader narrative about the trajectory of
education politics in the United States. Hlavacik tells the story of how the long-standing bipartisan coali-
tion that advocated for more rigorous academic standards, annual assessments, increased accountability,
and some forms of school choice fell apart and was replaced by culture warriors over the last decade and a
half. However, in its focus on political rhetoric, his account misrepresents a few key details about K-12
education policy and leaves out major events.

Hlavacik argues that enthusiasm for a style of education reform rooted in standardized testing dwin-
dled on both sides of the aisle, allowing activists with contrasting visions about race and gender to fill the
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vacuum. This portrayal is not altogether incorrect, but it is incomplete. Hlavacik overstates the end of test-
based accountability, referring to the repeal of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2002 (it was not repealed;
its successor was an amendment to and reauthorization of the same law) and the end of a federal assessment

mandate (federal law still requires that states administer annual assessments in grades 3-8 and once in
high school).

He correctly notes that advocates of school choice found common cause with activists depicting public
schools as sites of radical cultural indoctrination. However, he draws few distinctions between private-
school and public-school choice, making it difficult to see how the school choice movement of the 2020s
both grew out of the old bipartisan coalition while also pivoting sharply away from it.

Lastly, he omits altogether the Covid-19 pandemic, which prompted fierce debates over in-person in-
struction, face masks, and vaccines. The sudden ubiquity of virtual conference software made it possible
for many parents to observe the substance of their children’s education through remote learning and to
attend previously sleepy school board meetings with the click of a button. In the hothouse environment of
the pandemic, such encounters did not always go smoothly. This context almost certainly shaped the tone,
tenor, and content of the latest round of disputes over what is taught in American classrooms yet is oddly
absent from Hlavacik’s argument.

The book is at its best when it unearths and explicates the recurring rhetoric of exposé in previous
episodes of education culture war, revealing a repetitive and shop-worn—but often effective—political
strategy. However, Hlavacik bookends this impressive and persuasive analysis with examples from the latest
wave of school crusaders, where he relies on a different rhetorical mode: ridicule. It is an unfortunate
choice, and it does not do his argument justice. Hlavacik goes out of his way to reveal the folly of ordinary
individuals engaged in the recent political tempest over which books belong in school libraries. On two
separate occasions, he spotlights a local activist who mislabeled the author of Slaughterhouse-Five as Kurt
“Bonnegut.” (The “V” and the “B” buttons are right next to each other on the keyboard; I envy the writer
who has never made a typo.) While Hlavacik does not claim that the cure to culture war is mere civility
and decorum—after all, politics ain't beanbag—his mockery draws attention away from his stronger, more
important, claim: Culture war does not improve schools.

Hlavacik correctly recognizes that political conflict over education is both inevitable and unavoidable
in large, diverse, and complex societies like ours. The problem is not that Americans disagree about what
should be taught in schools; the problem is the manner in which we have conducted these disagreements
over the course of the last half-century. In his analysis of episode after episode of education culture war,
Hlavacik reveals how the rhetoric that suffuses these disputes is neither new nor enlightening. Instead, the
battles are tired, stale distractions from the evergreen work of debating and deliberating over how best to
educate the next generation.

David M. Houston is an assistant professor of education in the College of Education and Human Development
at George Mason University.

This article appeared at EducationNext.org on January 29, 2026.
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